We all think of a marathon as a long-distance running event with an official distance of 42.195 kilometers (26 miles and 385 yards) 
Students pursuing the doctorate degree face the same challenges as the marathon runner. Training for the dissertation process is not unlike training for a marathon. It requires intense preparation, dedication and skill. Today's colleges and universities challenge doctoral learners to become creative scholars and problem solvers throughout the doctorate program courses and into the final step, writing and defending the dissertation. Unlike doctoral courses that are presented in short and structured time frames fitting within a quarter or semester, the dissertation is the first large project where the learner will apply the knowledge acquired in the doctoral courses to address a research problem, analyze research results, and present the results in a clear and concise technical document. In many ways, conducting doctoral research and writing the dissertation is like running a marathon, enduring hills and valleys, mountains, rivers and frantic road blocks along the way. It is a long and weary process but in the end will lead to the final race in the doctoral journey; defending the dissertation and becoming a Dr.
The main contrast between running a marathon and writing a dissertation is that they both require an extreme amount of energy. In both situations, the marathon runner and dissertation writer can't go all out at the beginning because they might not have the strength to make it through at the end. Marathon runners and dissertation writers must take every step carefully and slowly because every step, no matter how slow, will bring the finish line © 2012 The Clute Institute closer. Like a marathon, writing the dissertation requires perseverance. Although a marathon is usually run on a specific day, writing a dissertation cannot be accomplished in a day. This is why it is essential to condition the body and mind to endure. Working on the dissertation a little at a time conditions the body and mind to persevere even if it becomes tired and not in the mood. The candidate may get frustrated while writing each chapter but as the light at the end of the tunnel becomes brighter, the candidate will become refreshed and want to continue.
PLANNING THE DISSERTATION MARATHON
The classic long-distance race can expose nerve endings, and bring you closer to recognizing the real you (Higdon, (1999) . Like the long-distance race, writing a dissertation will do the same. Both require a great deal of patience, diligence, and a step-by-step plan. Just as the runner who has failed to plan for the long-distance race will end up on the sidelines, the doctoral candidate who starts writing without a plan will end with the title All But Dissertation (ABD).
Long-distance marathon training usually starts with rest, then easy short runs, and finally long runs beginning with 10 miles then leading up to 26 miles. There are a number of alternative training that the marathon runner my do to stay in shape. These including walking 30-60 minutes each day, solid cross-training such as swimming, strength-training, bicycling, yoga or another effort. The key is not to become excessively tired during training to build the stamina for the long-distance race.
Like marathon training, the first week of dissertation writing begins slowly and gains momentum as the dissertation writing proceeds. During this period the dissertation writer begins by concentrating on the dissertation topic. Choosing a dissertation topic poses a major obstacle for many doctoral learners. Choosing the right dissertation topic is crucial. The topic establishes the dissertation roadmap and will become identified with the dissertation writer during doctoral study, at graduation, and beyond. The dissertation topic is not going to come while reading articles, journals or books but will come in the middle of the night when you wake up and say "Ah ha…."
During the early weeks of dissertation writing, the dissertation writer will come up with the topic that is RIGHT for the research by answering the following questions: There are very little rules in selecting a topic. Many universities require the dissertation topic to be focused on the candidate's doctoral program. The main criterion is the dissertation topic shows that the doctoral candidate can conduct acceptable research. Selecting the topic is one of the most important decisions the candidate will make in the doctoral dissertation journey. Once a topic is selected, the doctoral candidate will then put together their dissertation committee.
THE MARATHON TEAM
Team work is key when preparing for a long-distance marathon and writing the dissertation. The longdistance marathon team helps prepare for the race and will be there to cheer. In most cases, the team is family, friends and colleagues. When writing the dissertation both academic and scholarly direction as well as personal direction is needed. Family, colleagues and friends will guide and provide motivation as the dissertation is written. Academic and scholarly direction is provided by the dissertation committee. The university dissertation guidelines will dictate the make-up of your committee. Selecting a dissertation committee is one of the most important decisions that a doctoral candidate will make during their dissertation journey. It may look like an easy and straight forward task but there are often complications and issues that may come up during the process. It may look like an easy and straight forward task but there are often complications and issues that may come up during the process.
At most institutions the dissertation committee is made up of three faculty members, one will be your dissertation advisor/chair and two will be committee members. The dissertation committee becomes your "doctoral family" while writing the dissertation. The candidate must begin searching for a dissertation committee early in the program. The candidate should research faculty while taking program content courses. Getting to know the faculty's interests and research pursuits is a way to insure that there is a fit with your dissertation topic. Collaborating with the faculty early will help make good decisions as the dissertation approaches but caution is required. Concentrating on one faculty member may not be the best approach. Continue to explore all options, talk to as many faculty members as possible. Searching for a dissertation chair is like going on a blind date. During that date you want to find out all you can about your date to see if you are compatible. The candidate and chair will be together for a long time. Explore all options and interview each potential faculty member carefully. Interview all possible candidates for the dissertation committee. In the interview let the potential committee member know that you are interested to learn more about them. The interview questions should center around the type of research the faculty member has worked with, the number of dissertation committees that the faculty member is currently on and how many have they been on where the candidate graduated, what is their working style, how often they will review your work, what specific requirements do they have, and what is their availability for in-person and telephone meetings. The questions could be: Like dating, the key to selecting a dissertation committee is to be honest and straight forward letting the potential committee member know your expectations of them. When selecting a committee, the most important thing that everyone must understand is that this is your dissertation, not theirs. You need to closely watch out for yourself and ensure you will receive the needed advice to complete your dissertation and graduate. The best way to do this is to create and agree on a dissertation agreement. I call this agreement the dissertation pre-nuptial agreement. This agreement may focus on the following key points: © 2012 The Clute Institute


Working Relationship
Both the doctoral candidate and the chair should sign and date the agreement. Of course, like a marriage, disagreements and changes may come up but both the candidate and chair must understand the most important person on the dissertation committee is the candidate. The dissertation chair provides direct advice and support as the dissertation is written. The committee member reviews completed chapters and provide feedback. This relationship may be thought as a marriage, where trust and communication become the main goal of the relationship. The dissertation chair guides the marathon, helping the candidate to the finish line.
THE FIRST 10 MILES
In a marathon, the runner arrives at the start with plenty of time to spare to avoid missing the start. Once at the start, the runner will check out the groups lining up to line up with a group that will run at the same pace. The runner will be sure not to line up with runners who will run at their pace. Running faster at the start will push the early pace faster than you are comfortable with which may be disastrous in the end.
Once the starting gun goes off, the fun begins. For the first few miles the runner will run at a slow and steady pace building speed and moving forward. The race becomes surprisingly easy as each mile is reached.. Soon the runner moves ahead, slowly putting down the hammer gaining speed and stamina to approach the half-way point.
The early stage of the dissertation marathon begins with a plan worked out by the doctoral candidate and the dissertation plan. This plan will guide the candidate through the process as each chapter is written, the study is conducted, and the dissertation is submitted for review, and graduation. The purpose of dissertation plan is to clearly outline what activities must be accomplished by the dissertation student, Chair, and committee members for a candidate to complete the dissertation. Once completed, this project plan will serve as a contract between the student, Chair and committee members. Any changes to this plan must be approved by all parties. Now that the plan is complete and agreed upon the dissertation starting gun goes off…and the fun begins… The first few miles of the dissertation journey focus on the research problem and how it aligns to the dissertation topic approved by the chair. Coming up with the problem takes considerable thought and research. The problem statement is the most critical element of the doctoral dissertation. According to Simon (2011) the problem statement is the heart of a doctoral dissertation and where you need to begin. The problem statement explains the rationale for the research, validates its importance, determines the research design, and ensures reliability. After reading the problem statement, the reader will know why you are doing this study and be convinced of its importance. 

Writing a problem statement can be compared to a professional racecar driver strategically reducing speed before going around a steep turn. Slowing down increases the driver's ability to control the car and defeat drivers who accelerated too quickly and lost control of the car. Slowing down initially enables the driver to win the race. Students writing a problem statement should implement a similar strategy. Students should take time to consider what constitutes a viable problem before writing the problem statement. Doctoral learners should slow down, consider the problem to explore and devise a strategic plan. If students invest this time initially, they will experience less difficulty in completing the remaining parts of the proposal.
Continuing the dissertation marathon, the candidate is now ready to focus on the purpose of the study. The purpose statement is the study intent, which is the objective the study is designed to achieve. The process of developing the purpose statement provides an opportunity for the researcher to reflect on the overall scope and focus of the project and anticipate issues that may arise. The purpose statement must be reflective of and aligned with the problem statement. The purpose statement defines the reason for the research or the research goals. The purpose statement begins by identifying the research methodology and design followed by how the variables will be analyzed. The purpose statement is succinct and to the point directly aligned with the problem.
The next mile focuses on determining the research questions to be answered in the study. A well-stated research question drives the investigation and implementation of the study. Dissertation research defines the questions that the results of the study will be used to answer and should be phrased in a way that will produce observable and measurable answers. Research questions guide the inquiry of the research by narrowing and focusing the purpose statement. They define the questions that the results of the study will be used to answer and should be phrased in a way that will produce observable and measurable answers. Typically, a problem statement will have one or two research questions associated with it. In quantitative studies, these research questions are most often descriptive, correlational, or experimental. In qualitative studies, the research questions are generally broad in nature. To be effective, a research question must be manageable and contain appropriate restriction, qualification, and delineation. The formulation of research questions must be aligned with the selection of the research method and design that will be used to generate the data for the study. The analysis of these data will provide the answers to the research questions.
Now that the foundation of the dissertation has been established the dissertation runner picks up speed heading for the half-way point; completing the dissertation proposal. Using the topic, problem, purpose and research questions, chapter 1 may be completed by adding sections to support the problem. At the first-quarter point, the candidate now begins the literature review.
The literature review serves an important purpose in the dissertation. It supports the importance and timeliness of the dissertation topic and problem. The literature review is extensive in a dissertation proposal, and it is often the largest section.
According to Cooper (1988) ... a literature review uses as its database reports of primary or original scholarship, and does not report new primary scholarship itself. The primary reports used in the literature may be verbal, but in the vast majority of cases reports are written documents. The types of scholarship may be empirical, theoretical, critical/analytic, or methodological in nature. Second a literature review seeks to describe, summarize, evaluate, clarify and/or integrate the content of primary reports.
Moving on at a steady pace the candidate now focuses on how the study will be conducted. Chapter 3 includes a discussion of the research methodology for the study. The chapter begins with a detailed discussion of the appropriateness of the method, the design, and how the chosen method and design will help accomplish the study goals. Following a discussion of the study population, chapter 3 includes a discussion of the processes for collecting and analyzing data. The chapter concludes with a discussion of instrumentation, instrumentation reliability, and issues associated with the internal and external validity of the study.
With the dissertation proposal complete, the candidate is at the Half-Way Point… The next step is to add the front matter and back matter and submit to the dissertation for a quality review. Front matter may include: Tables (if more than 1 table included Back matter is optional but almost always is used when additional material is needed to support he dissertation.
At this point the dissertation runner may take a breath, take a short break and prepare to collect data. Prior to collecting data an application is normally required to submit to the Institutional Review Board to insure that the study is ethical and will not violate any of the subjects rights. With both dissertation committee and IRB approval the runner may proceed at a rapid pace toward the finish line.
STRIVING TO FINISH
The last half of a long-distance marathon can make or break the runner, especially the last 3 miles. . Running the correct pace is crucial in the marathon, especially for the first time runner. Not all runners who begin the race finish the race. Many drop out prior to the finish line. The strategy is to run steadily faster from miles 13 to 20 and then pick up the pace during the final miles when you know you can finish. Pacing will get the runner to the finish line.
Pacing is also key at this stage of the dissertation marathon. Now that the dissertation runner has completed data collection and analysis the next steps are to write chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 4 is fairly easy to write since it basically reports the results of the study without an explanation of what they mean. The purpose of Chapter 4 is to report, in appropriate detail, the results produced by the completion of the systematic and careful application of the analytical research techniques to the data. No statement should be made in the chapter that is not directly supported by the results of the data analysis.
In a brief introduction, the researcher will state the key features of and reasons for the data collection and data analysis techniques employed. In the body of the chapter, the writer reports the results and findings generated by the analyses of data without editorial comment.
This chapter includes solely the analysis of data, the testing of hypotheses, and/or the careful dissection of research questions, introducing no interpretation of findings. The results of testing each statistical hypothesis must be clearly presented and without editorial comment. Significance of results and findings must be stated clearly, with appropriate qualifications and constraints. Tables and graphs can be used and are illustrative of the verbal presentation of data. Graphical representations do not take the place of a narrative, but they clarify the verbal presentation. The chapter ends with a summary of the key points covered in the chapter and transitions smoothly to chapter 5.
As the dissertation runner moves swiftly to the finish line, chapter 5 concludes the research study, providing insightful conclusions into the implications of the inquiry for various constituents and the recommendations, supported and justified, emerging from the analyses and findings. This chapter includes the researcher's conclusions and recommendations. Following an introduction to the chapter the conclusions are presented based on the literature review and the analysis of data. The candidate will introduce discussions that highlight the importance, significance, and meaning of the inquiry to constituents such as managers, employers, employees, researchers, communities, government agencies, business leaders, and others.
The candidate should clearly indicate how the conducted study is significant, substantial, and contributory to the related body of knowledge. This section should also describe the extent to which scholars and/or practitioners will be able to incorporate the study into their behavior. The conclusions should answer the questions: So what? and Who cares?
As the dissertation runner nears the final mile, recommendations are written. The writer indicates the recommendations how the results of the study should be addressed in a positive way focusing on constituencies and the broader society. The ethical dimensions of the research are discussed and suggestions for further research are described and supported. The candidate will end the dissertation by summarizing chapter 5 in a brief paragraph.
